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INTRODUCTION
For a brief period of fifteen years, the Board of
Internal Improvement occupied a place of prominence in the
political and economic affairs of Kentucky.

From its

creation in 183$, until the revision of the const1tution
in 18$0, the board spent vast sums of state money on the
various projects for the internal tmprovement of the state.
The magn1 tude of the undertaking, and the amount of
state money spent, make this one of the most important
areas for study in the polit1cal and econom1c development
of Kentucky.

The improvements which were made in the

transportation facilities of the state, and their cost to
the state were subjects of controversy and discussion for
many years.

Through expenditures for these tmprovements,

the state acquired a debt of considerable proportions.
This debt, and the state's difficulty in making payments
for its retirement, was one of the major items of debate in
the Constitutional Convention of 1849-18$0.
This study attempts to analyze the factors leading
to the creation of the Board of Internal Improvement, the
major projects which it undertook, and the decline of the
internal improvement movement in Kentucky.

The aim of this

study is to evaluate the success of the Board of Internal

1

Improvements in its supervision ot the state aid tor internal tmprovements.

This evaluation includes an ettort

to determine the worth ot the projects to the economic
development ot the state, and their value when considered
as state investments.

2

CHAPTBR I
THE NEED FOR INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTS

The need tor adequate taci1ities tor transportation
and communication was recognized at an early date by the
settlers ot Kentucky.

The tirst attempts at providing tor

this need were made by the General Assembly ot Virginia.
Acts were passed tor the tmprovement ot the mountain roads
soon atter the tirst permanent settlements were made in
central Kentucky.
The Virginia laws generally provided tor the appointment ot commissioners who were empowered to collect subscriptions, let out the roads to undertakers, and supervise
the tmprovements. 1 Persons owing delinquent taxes could
make payments to the road fund and satisty their debts.
This allowed persons to pay their taxes and benetit from
having roads near their homes tmproved.

The work was done

by local residents, who were required to work on the roads
a prescribed amount ot ttme.

The state did make some con-

tributions in the torm ot land grants, and in some cases,
appropriations were made trom the public treasury.2
lVirginia, Statutes At Large (Henig, Vol. X, 1822),
Chapter XII.
2~. (Vol. XII, 1823), Chapters XII, LXXV.
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This method

o~

road 1Mprovement and maintenence was

continued by the state of Kentucky after its separation
from Virginia.

Acts were passed by the legislature ap-

pointing commissioners and setting their specitic duties.
The main

~provements

consisted of the removal of obstacles

which made passage over the so-called roads impossible.
During this period, there was also same work done on
the major streams in an effort to improve navigation.

Here

too, only the obvious snags and obstacles were removed, and
river traffic depended on the amount of water and the ingenuity of the boatmen.

Even though passage on the streams

and rivers was somewhat hazardous at best, Kentucky was
considered fortunate to have so much navigable water.

Like

most of the other southern states, Kentucky relied heavily
on these streams and neglected to build roads as quickly as
the need for them developed.
The General Assembly approved the charters for the
Lexington and Louisville Turnpike Road Company, and the
Lexington and Maysville Turnpike Road Company, in 1817. 3
Howe~.r,

there was no systematic provision for roads

t~oughout

the state, and awards of state aid continued to

be made by the legislature for each individual project.
The main state function was the chartering of private
lGeneral Assembly of Kentucky, Acts of The General
Assembly of Kentuc~, 1817-18, (Frankfort: Kendall and
Russell, lB1B),
13, sec. 1.

c.
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companies to construct turnpikes and collect tolls on the
roads.

Before 1835, the state of Kentucky had spent only

$312,502 for internal improvements.

Of this amount,

$279,002 was spent for turnpike roads, and only $33,500
for improvement of streams. 4 This expenditure is negligible when compared with that made by many of the other
states.

By 1822, the state of Pennsylvania had invested
over $2,000,000 on turnpikes alone. 5 In New England and

the Middle Atlantic states, private investments provided
financing for most of the turnpike roads.

However, there

was no great source of private capital in Kentucky, and an
adequate program of 1nternal tmprovements could only be
achieved through state leadership in financing.
Jackson's veto of the Maysville Road Bill settled the
question of Federal aid for internal improvements in the
states.

This removed the hope that desired projects could

be undertaken without extensive use of state money, and
caused more pressure to be brought upon the legislature for
action.
The conditions of the roads and the difficulties of
travel were frequently commented upon by travelers of the
4General Assembly of Kentucky, "Report of the Board of
Internal Improvement for 1837," Journal of the House of
Representatives 1837-38, (Frankfort: I. G. Hodges PUblIc
Printers, 1838), Appendix, p. 405.
5George Rogers Taylor, The Trans1ortation Revolution,
1815-1860 (Vol. IV of The Economic H story of the United
States, ed. Henry David et al (9 vols.; New York: RInehart
and Company, 1951), p. 25.
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period.

A traveler to Kentucky in 182$ made these observa-

tions on travel and internal

~provements

within the state:

The weather was now wet and the roads deep. The
Legislature of Kentucky have as yet done but little
on the subject of internal tMprovements. In wet
weather, the travelling is deep, and sometimes the
roads are almost impassible for wheel carriages.
This is rendered worse from the circumstances, that
throughout the thicker settlements of the state,
the farms adjoining the highways are all enclosed
by fences and the road, for miles together, is a
continued lane. If it be difficult of passage in
winter, these lanes render it eq~ally uncomfortable
to the traveller in the summer, by his continued
exposure to the unshaded beams of the sun. The
necessity of good roads is so strongly felt by the
people of the state, and those engaged in the commerce of the country, that they are calling on the
legislature to make an exertion for their ~prove
ment. 6
The small amount of progress which was made toward
providing roads fit for travel can best be illustrated by
a eompar1son of this account w1th that of another traveler
in 1837.
I rode alone from Greensburg. Few persons here
perform journeys in the stage. There is reason
for it. The mass of voyagers are unable, or
unwilling to pay the extravagant price demanded
for the privilege of being jolted over the
country in that vehicle. The fare is ten cents
a mile--nearly double what it is 1n Maryland-and this is not all. At the hotels and taverns,
the stage passenger is obliged to pay fifty
cents for the most ordinary meal. The price for
the other travellers is precisely half of that
sUDl.7
6Earl Gregg Swem (ed.), Letters on the Condition of
Kentucky in 182$ (New York: Charles F. Heartman, 1916),
p.

68.

7Frederick Hall, Letters From the East and From the
West (Washington: F. Taylor and Wm. Morrison, 1840), p.

mo:-
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Finding that the stage did not go to the desired destination. the traveler was forced to proceed by wagon. and
later on by horseback over a blazed trail.

The following

account of a wagon road poignantly describes the lack of
adequate transportation facilities to the smaller towns
and communities.
The road was horrible--being recently made. not
worked at all with the plow. filled with a million
small trees, cut low down; that is. six or eight
inches above the surface. and over which it was
quite tmpossible tor the driver to prevent his
wheels from passing. You have seen people harrowing in grain. on new and rough land. when the
toothed instrumsnt was. every instant. jerked
hither and thither. never moving ahead with a
steady pace. So it was with our vehicle. I need
not tell you that in this ten mile jaunt. I have
been thoroughly jolted and pommelled. 8
While the ditticu1ties incurred proved a hardship to
the occasional traveler. the lack ot good roads and waterways constituted a severe detrtment to the commerce ot the
state.

It stagecoaches were barely able to make their way

over the muddy. stump-tilled roads. there was greater difticulty driving heavy wagons loaded with goods.

Bulky

commodities were usually transported by tlat-boats. tloating downstream in the spring when the river level was high.
The rivers ottered a good avenue tor commerce when the
conditions were right. but such was not always the case.
The level of water in the rivers was subject to exceedingly
wide and sudden fluctuations.

Boats were otten tied up tor

lack of water in the Summ.er months and had to combat the
8Ibid •• p.

141.
7

roaring t100ds ot tall and spring.

Extended periods ot low

water made ledges ot rock and sand bars a dreaded threat.
To these menaces were added the greatest menace ot all, the
snags.

Great trees were thrown into the water by constant-

ly crumbling banks and became caught in the river bed.
These presented the greatest hazard to navigation. 9
In many areas, commerce and trade was practically non-

eXistent, because goods from the east could not be brought
in and surplus cash crops could not get to market.

The

cost of transporting items trom landings on the Ohio to
areas within the state otten exceeded their original cost
in the cities where purchased.
A United States engineer, reporting on a survey ot
the Cumberland River in 1835, commented upon the ditticu1ty
in transporting tobacco when the river was at low stage.
The raiSing ot tobacco is now comparatively neglected
trom the ditticu1ty of getting the crop to market.
The counties of Wayne, Pulaski, and Whitley, formerly
raised large quantities of this product, but, owing
to the above cause, have abandoned its culture almost
entirely. I was told, as low down as Burksvi11e,
that three-tourths ot all the tobacco brought to that
place for shipment the previous year still remained
in the warehouse, the owners baving been unable to
get it afloat betore the waters tell so as to render
it ~possib1e to transport it to market.lO
Agitation for state aid in tMprovement ot transportation increased rapidly atter 1830.

Although the

1egislatur~

9Tay10r, The Transportation Revolution, p. 65.
10General Assembly, "Report ot ~he Board of Internal
Improvement tor 1835," House Journal (1835-36), Appendix,

p. 7.
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lssued charters to prlvate companles at an lncreaslng rate,
there was stl11 no concentrated state effort to plan for a
co-ordlnated system of transportatlon whlch would utlllze
the fUllest potentlal of the states' natural and flnanclal
resources.
lature.

Laws plIed up ln each sesslon of the legls-

However, llttle effectlve actlon was taken and

the facllltles for travel and transportatlon contlnued to
be poor 1n most areas.

Same short stretches of 1mproved

road were bullt by turnplke companles; the most important
was the Loulsvllle-Shelbyvl1le road, part of a "great hlghway" crossing the state between Loulsvllle and Maysvllle.
But most of thls route was a staple "dlrt road" untll state
funds made baproyement pos81ble.
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CHAPTER II
SECTIONAL RIVALRY FOR STATE AID
While it had become apparent that same type of effective state assistance for internal tmprovements should be
made, there was little agreement on specific projects to
be undertaken.

The sentiment for internal improvements

was tempered by the suspicion that work undertaken at state
expense would benefit only a small segment of the state,
perhaps to the detriment of trade in other areas.

Th1s

suspicion was especially prevalent in Lou1svi11e and Lexington, where rivalry for trade was extremely keen.

There

was also a great deal of fr1ction between advocates of
river improvement, centered in Frankfort and Bowling
Green, and the turnpike and railroad factions, located in
Louisville and Lex1ngton.

This was due to the location of

the respect1ve c1t1es, and each was anx10us to promote her
own 1nterests.

Lexington and Lou1svi11e would ga1n 11ttle

from improvements on Kentucky rivers, and might poss1b1y
suffer a loss of trade if they were made.
As mentioned 1n the prev10us chapter, the bulk of the
state's expenditure tor internal improvements before 1835
had been tor turnpike roads.

Very 11ttle money had been

spent on river improvement, and none on the construct10n
10

of canals or railroads.

However, the river interest was

gaining in political strength, and was becoming a force to
be considered.

This was effectively pointed out in an

editorial in the Frankfort

Co.mmon~ealth,

attacking the

position taken by some of the Lexington writers.

These

writers, who were mainly interested in turnpikes and railroads which would benefit Lexington, bad charged the proposed river tmprovements with being beneficial to a small
section of the state only.

The Commonwealth replied with

a statement of the position of the supporters of river
improvement.
The river interest embraces a majority of the
counties in the State--Licking, Big Sandy, Cumberland, and Green Rivers all depend for their
value upon the successful application of the
same kind of tmprovements which are contemplated
on the Kentucky. Same of the Lexington writers
have already been so unfortunate as to give
offence to the two leading papers in Louisville,
to the Western Citizen at Paris, to one, and
perhaps both of the Maysville papers, and, if
the river interest is ridiculed, the paper at
Bowlinggreen will be in a similar attitude.
This will form a cordon of opposition possessing
great political, if not water, power.l
Probably the leading exponent of state aid for river
improvement, the Commonwealth carried on a running debate
with many newspapers throughout the state which held different views toward internal tmprovements.

One of the

most interesting exchanges occurred between the Commonwealth and the Louisville Journal in September and October,

lFranktort Commonwealth, February

11

4,

1835.

A series of articles appeared in the Journal, during
these months, dealing with the need for internal improvements.

The articles, appearing with the name "Evans"

given as author, stated the position of most of those 1n
Lou1sv1lle who were desirous of increasing her commerc1al
importance 1n the state of Kentucky and the Ohio valley.
"Evans" saw the construetion of canals and ra1lroads
in the Middle Atlantic states as a threat to the Louisville
business interests.

These canals and the early railroads,

if successful, together with a network of turnpikes and
railroads in the central and eastern regions of Kentucky,
threatened to divert the trade of these regions away fram
Louisvil1e. 2
While the debate between Louisville and Lexington
centered around the type ot improvements to be sponsored
by the state, the greater rivalry existed between Lou1sville and C1ncinnati.

The Lexington 1nterests used this

rivalry to their own advantage in attempts to secure state
aid for the construct1on of railroads and turnpikes which
would maintain their pos1tion as the road hub of the state;
at the same time, secur1ng for her a similar honor in railroad building.
During the years after 1830, Lexington had found herself 1n the pos1tion of slowly but surely giving way to the
r1par1an towns.

The . .rcbants of Lex1ngton had real1zed

2The Louisville Journal, reprinted in the Frankfort
September 27, 1834.
12

Commonwealt~,

this and determined that something would have to be done
to maintain the tmportance of the city as the center of
commerce of the wealthy Bluegrass region of the state.

By

1830, the situation had developed turther and Lexington
found herself between two fires.

Because of the extremely

unfavorable topographical conditions, a canal could not b.
constructed, and the Jackson veto of the Maysville Road
Bill temporarily killed her hopes f or an improved highway
system. 3
These factors forced Lexington to consider the possibility of constructing a railroad in order to continue as
the marketing center for the Bluegrass.

This very tertile

agricultural region could increase its productiveness only
as fast as marketing facilities could be provided.

The

proposal to connect Lexington and the Ohio River stirred
the imagination of those who saw unlimited prosperity for
this productive area.
The promoters of the railroad sought state aid in the
financing of the project.

The strongest argument in favor

of the undertaking was that Kentucky had not already invested large sums of money in canals which were likely to
become useless, as had several ot the other states.

The

argument was also advanced that the central portion of the

13

state was productive enough to support a railroad. 4
The request for a charter for the Lexington and Ohio
railroad was opposed by a delegation from Louisville, on
the grounds that it did not specify Louisville as the
western terminus of the road. 5

The fear that Cincinnati

interests were attempting to divert the commerce of the
wealthy central region of the state was expressed in an
article by "Evans".

He felt the railroad from Lexington

would extend westward only as far as Frankfort, and another
railroad would be built from Lexington to Covington, with
the aid of the oitizens of Cincinnati. 6

His proposals to

combat such a scheme included building a turnpike or railroad from LouisVille to Nashville, and the linking of
Louisville and Lexington by means of a railroad. 7 This
would form an effective transportation net with Louisville
in the key position for trade.

This would thwart Cincin-

nati's efforts to gain a link with the south and establish
her sphere of influence there.
Another phase of the rivalry between Louisville and
Cincinnati developed over the charter for the Cincinnati
and Charleston Railroad.

The proposal to link the two

oities with a railroad by way of the French road and the
4Ibid., p. 10.
5Ibid., p. 12.
~he Louisville Journal, reprinted in the Frankfort
Commonwealth, September 27, 1834.

7Ibid.
14

Cumberland Gap was greeted with wild jubilation.

A charter

for the road was granted by South Carolina in 1835, and the
states ot North Carolina. Tennessee, and Kentucky soon gave
S However, in return for a franchise to
supporting action.
cross the state of Kentucky, the legislature demanded a
branch line to Louisville.

Thus, the line became known as

the Louisville, Cincinnati, and Charleston Railroad.

This

demand for the branch line, together with the difficulty ot
raising funds outside ot South Carolina and the panic ot
1837, deteated the overall project to connect Cincinnati
with the At1antic. 9 James Guthrie, a leading tigure in the
area ot internal improvements in Kentucky is said to be
responsible tor the tai1ure ot this undertaking.

"Guthrie

was unwilling to have any turther prestige go to a rival ot
Louisville, and he influenced the general assembly to substitute the names ot Louisville, Covington, and Maysville
in the charter."lO
This rivalry between Louisville and Cincinnati, with
the southern markets as the prize, was characteristic ot
the struggle which existed between many cities during the

Un19Charles H. Ambler, A History ot Transportation in
the Ohio Valley (Glendale, California: The Arthur H.
Clark Company, 1932), p. 232.
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period.

Pittsburg and Wheeling were rivals in much the

same way, and continued to be for many years.

In the

beginning, Cincinnati had the advantage and played the
major role.

However, Louisville had many natural advantages,

and relied upon her location at the Falls of the Ohio, a
natural gateway to the south, to make her the leading cammercial center of the interior. ll
Louisville therefore looked with favor upon the possibility of SUbstantial state financial support for internal tMprovements.

The prospects for the continuation of

the railroad from Frankfort to Louisville looked good, particularly if state aid could be obtained.

This, together

with the apparent failure of the Louisville, Cincinnati,
and Charleston Railroad, had blocked efforts of Cincinnati
interests to reach the markets of the south by means of a
railroad.
During these years of contlict between the two cities
tor location ot proposed railroads, the river interest in
Kentucky had not been silent.
increased tor

~provement

From 1830, agitation had

ot the state's natural waterways

to provide tor year-round navigation.

Pr~ary

attention

was given the Kentucky River, for it was felt that other
projects would be undertaken it enough support could be
obtained tor this river system.

The Commonwealth, in its

llAmbler, A History ot Transportation in the Ohio
Valley, p. 231.
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campaign tor a state program tor internal improvementa with
major emphasis on river development, called for action by
the legislature.
A good highway is now complete trom Lexington to
Louisville, and the question is, is it not high
time that the attention ot the Legislature should
be directed to the improvement ot the Kentucky
River, and thus establishing another channel ot
communication with the Ohio, which will penetrate
into the very heart of the State--develop the
resources ot an extensive region ot country, which
without such an ~provement, must be torever valueless--open up a way to the inexhaustible coal mines
near the sources ot the Kentucky, and also to the
salt works which are in the same region, while a
trade in lumber would at once be actively commenced. l2
The article also called for an examination ot the possibility ot joining the Kentucky and Cumberland rivers
through a system ot canals.

Even though Kentucky had made

little contribution to the improvement of its facilities
tor transportation to this time, the people ot the state
had many tmaginative schemes which they proposed.
In spite ot the disagreement over the type of improvements to be made, there was general agreement that it was
time that the state made saae investment in works ot public
improvement.

In caaparison with other states, Kentucky's

contribution was negligible betore 1835.

The abundance ot

streams and rivers had caused men ot limited vision to rely
on natural avenues of commerce which were at best unpredictable, and at their worst, impossible.

The citizens ot

l2Frankfort Commonwealth, September 27, 1834.
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Lexington showed rare tmagination and sound judgement in
their early desire to construct a railroad.

The need to

relieve their landlocked location and maintain their cammercial Lmportance to the central region of the state, required strong, positive action.
Railroads, which possibly furnished the answer to
Kentucky's transportation problems, were in a primitive
stage of development.

The state was uninterested in their

development at this time, but would later be forced to take
over control of the LeXington and Frankfort Railroad when
severe financial difficulties forced construction to be
halted.

The costs of construction were high and the rail-

road was handicapped by poor quality of equipment.
Despite these advantages, the railroads did offer a
possibility for investment.

However, there was no railroad

interest to compare with that of rivers and turnpike roads.
The state aid for railroads would never amount to much, and
would be confined pr1mArily to the Lexington and Ohio.

The

great building boams of the l850's and 1860's would rely on
local governments in the state for financial assistance.
By the fall of 1834, conditions were right for the
beginning of a state policy of substantial aid for internal
tmprovements.

Advocates argued that the state would have

no difficulty in borrowing the necessary money to finance
the projects, and that the tolls collected would be more
than sufficient to retire the debt.
18

It was generally accepted that all sections

or

the

state would benerit to some extent trom the improvements.
While all areas might not benetit to the same degree, each
was willing to go along with the scheme in the hopes ot
receiving some small portion

or

the money to be spent.

The legislature met in Franktort in December, 1834,
ready to initiate a program of state aid ror internal improvements.

They were convinced that the present method

providing for the transportation needs

or

or

the state was in-

adequate, and a more positive approach was necessary, which
could co-ordinate the various projects to provide the
greatest possible benerit to the state needed to be established.
ConSidering the many sectional and local groups who
were promoting their own interests, it should have been
apparent that any great rinancial involvement by the state
in internal improvements was bound to end in controversy.

19

CHAPTER III
THE CREATION OF THE BOARD OF INTERNAL IMPROVEMENT
Sentiment tor a massive program ot state aid tor internal improvements had reached its peak, and the t 1me for
enactment of legislation to achieve this

a~

was near.

The

debates and discussions over the type of internal improvements to be made had stimUlated interest in the subject and
had served a useful tunction.

Attention had been tocused

on the need tor an improved system ot public transportation.
The General Assembly of Kentucky finally turned to the
task of providing for the improvement of existing facilities, and the creation of new and better ones.

After same

debate, a bill was passed to provide for the creation ot
The Board ot Internal Improvement.

The representatives

from counties bordering on the major streams and between
the major cities were almost unanimous in their support tor
the bill.
The chiet oppOSition to the bill came trom those areas
which eXpected to ga1n the least amounts ot state aid.

The

most solid opposition was from the region south of the
Green River and east of the Cumberland.

Other concentra-

tions of opposition were in the counties between the Licking
20

and Kentucky Rivers, the counties bordering the Tennessee
River on the east, and the area oontaining the counties ot
Meade, Hancock, Breckinridge and Grayson counties. 1 The
representatives trom some counties split in their vote, but
most sections were either for or against the bill, depending on the possible amount ot money to be received.

The

bill passed the House ot Representatives by a vote ot 58 to
2

40.

This lengthy bill made provision tor the creation ot a
board to administer the state funds appropriated tor the
purposes of internal tmprovement.

The board was to consist

of four members, with the governor serving as ex ofticio
member and president of the board.

He was to appoint the

other members, subject to the approval of the Senate.

The

board was to be appointed on an annual baSis, and the governor was given the authority to till any vacancy whioh
might occur. 3
The board was authorized to employ one principal
engineer at a salary not exceeding two thousand dollars
annua1ly.4 This engineer was to be instructed to make a
survey ot all the navigable streams ot the state, together
!General Assembly, House Journal (1834-35), p. 325.
The Journal of the Senate tor 183~-3~ is not available
locally.
2Ibid
...........•
35),

3G enera1 Assembly,
c. 837, sec. 1.

Acts ot the General Assemblx (1834-

4Ibid., sec. 2.
21

with a survey of all the public turnpike roads, for which
the legislature might have had chartered companies. 5 The
report of this engineer was to be presented to the legislature with an estimate ot the cost, practicability, and
public utility of the proposed work.
The board was authorized to subscribe tor stock in
chartered turnpike road companies in amounts equal to that
subscribed by individual stockholders.

The wording ot this

provision was to become one of the factors in the controversy over the involvement ot the state in undesirable
turnpike projects.

The act apparently gave the board

little discretion in the application of state funds to
turnpike roads:
That the said Board of Internal Improvement be, and
they are hereby .authorized, on behalf ot this commonwealth, to subscribe tor stock in any incorporated
company now existing (and in which the capital stock
is not wholly taken up), for the purpose of constructing any turnpike road in this commonwealth, an amount
not exceeding the amount ot stock subscribed by individual stockholders; and in like manner, said board
are authorized to subscribe, on behalf of the commonwealth, in all chartered turnpike companies hereafter
created, stock to an amount equal to the subscription
ot individuals in said company: Provided, that in
all companies heretotore created, in which the commonwealth has already taken stock, such stock shall be
considered as part ot the stock hereby authorized to
be taken; and the said board shall, only, in such
cases, be authorized to take such additional stock as
shall make the interest of the state equal to that ot
the individual stockholders. 6
This provision was moditied somewhat by a later

5~., sec. 3.
6~., sec.

4.
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section ot the bill which allowed the board to subscribe
tor stock on a two tor one basis in certain instances.

In

counties where sufticient individual subscriptions could
not be obtained, the board could exercise their judgement
in the awarding ot this additional state subscription.?
The state's subscription tor stock in turnpike road
companies was to be made on an equal basis tor the three
main sections of the state.

These sections were to consist

of the lands on the north side ot the Kentucky River, between the Green and Kentucky rivers, and south of the Green
River. 8 It was later made mandatory that a member ot the
board be appointed tram each ot these areas ot the state to
insure equal distribution of public tunds.
The possibility that state funds might not be called
tor in one ot these areas was torseen, and provision was
made for their distribution to other areas ot the state in
the event this occurred.
That if the said Board ot Internal Improvement
should not be called on, according to the provisions ot this act, to subscribe the tull amount
authorized to be borrowed under this act for
making turnpike roads, within one year, then, and
in that event, the atoresaid Board of Internal
Improvement, may subscribe the sum which may
remain un-subscribed, in turnpike roads in any
part ot this cOMMonwealth, where individuals or
corporate bodies may have subscribed and paid in
the like amount which the said Board ot Internal
Improvement may be required to subscribe. 9
sec.

25.

8~., sec.

14.

?~.,

9Ibid.

In order to meet the subscription for stock in these

projects, the governor was authorized to issue and sell
bonds or scrip of the state in the amount of one million
dollars.

These were to bear interest at a rate not exceed-

ing five per cent, and were to be redeemable after twenty
years and within thirty years. lO Only $422,000 in bonds
were sold during the year 1835. 11
The act which provided for the creation of the Board
of Internal Improvement actually represented a compromise
between those favoring turnpike roads and those who desired
to

~prove

the rivers.

Each type of improvements would

receive a portion of the money to be spent.

The passage of

the act thus satistied most of the advocates of internal
improvements.
Specific appropriations were made for most ot the
important rivers and streams throughout the state.

A sur-

vey of these streams was to be made and plans for their
improvement, together with an estimate of the cost, were
to be submitted to the Board of Internal Improvement.

It

the board approved the plans, they were then to be submitted to the legislature for approval betore the appropriated funds could actually be spent.
Specific appropriations were made for improvement of
10Ibid., sec. 5.
llGeneral Assembly, "Report of the Commissioners of
the Sinking Fund for 1850," Legislative Documents, 1850-51,
(Frankfort: A. G. Hodges and Company, 1851), p. 557.
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the major streams of the state.

These appropriations were

as follows:
$lOO,OOO----Green and Barren Rivers
lOO,OOO----Kentucky River
50,OOO----Licking River
40,OOO----Salt River and Beech and Rolling Forks
30,OOO----Cumberland River from the mouth of Laurel
Creek in Whitley County to the Tennessee
line
25,oOO----Big Sandy River
1,500----Bayou du Chien
5,OOO----Kentucky River above the three forks and
for removing fish dams in any part of
the river
lO,OOO----Big South Fork of the Cuaberland River
5,OOO----Tradewater and Panther Creek
5,OOO----Pond River
3,OOO----Green River from Greensburg to Page's
Warehouse. 12
The survey of the Cumberland River by the United
States Engineer was to be accepted by the board if it
proved feasible.

If not, the state engineer would then be

required to make a survey in compliance with the act.
The act which created the Board of Internal Improvement failed to adequately describe the specific duties of
the board.

The terms under which state funds were to be

invested in turnpikes were establlshed by the legislature,
the amounts to be spent on each individual stream or river
was stipulated by the act, and the money appropriated for
river improvement could not be used for turnpikes unless
the legislature refused to approve the survey and plans for
improvement of the stream.

Even then, the money could not

l2General Assembly, Acts of the General Assemblz
1834-35, c. 831, sec. 6.
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be otherwise spent unless the legislature so directed. 13
The tolls and profits from the stock of the state in
turnpike companies were to be used for the retirement of
the bonds at maturity.

The governor was to report to the

auditor the amount of bonds and scrip sold, and to include
this in his report to the legislature.

The board was re-

quired to make a report of its activities to the legislature annually.

Money for expenses incurred in making the

necessary surveys was to be obtained by drawing upon the
state auditor.
This act also created local boards of internal tmprovement in Calloway, Graves, Hickman, and McCracken counties
in the western section of the state.

The lands in these

counties which were considered vacant lands were to be sold
and the proceeds were to be used by the respective counties
for the purpose of internal tmprovement.

The local boards

were given full power to select the objects for tmprovement,
giving first consideration to building bridges on the most
important roads, and the cross-swaying of the bottoms and
swamps on the most tmportant public roads.

The clearing of

the obstructions to navigation on the navigable streams of
their respective counties was also within their authority.14
While there were to be other local boards of internal
improvement through which the Board of Internal Improvement
l3~., sec. 13.

14Ibid., sec. 16.
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was to administer state funds, the boards in these designated counties were in somewhat of a favored position.
These arrangements were apparently made in order to gain
support from this section ot the state tor the passage ot
the act.

The representatives ot those counties were unan-

imous in their support of the act in the House ot Representatives.

This takes on added significance when viewed

in light of the Congressional elections of 1837.
who were committed to a program of internal

The Whigs,

~provements,

elected their candidates in every district of the state except the first district which included these western counties.

There they had no candidate who made a signiticant

showing.15 Yet, the section furnished strong support tor
the passage ot this act, which would later be blamed on the
Whigs. 16 The support tor internal ~provements was based
on the amount of state money which could be drawn to a particular portion of the state, rather than upon party views
or soc1al philosophy.
In the debates concerning the state debt at the convention for the revis10n of the const1tution, James Guthrie
of Louisville discussed this aspect of internal tmprovements.
Though there are a great many others who voted
against it, still, whenever they could draw any
15Th. Whi, Almanac for 1843 (New York: Greeley and
McElrath, 1843 , p. 39.
l6General Assembly, House Journal (1834-35), p. 325.
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little bonus to their section of the state, they
always accepted it. Why, the lands west of the
Tennessee River were given up to that section of
the country, to be expended for internal tBprovements; and the statutes show that they received
and used them. To the mountain region we gave
but little; but we gave them the unappropriated
public domain; and they received and used it. A
pitiful gift it certainly was, yet they took it.17
!he creation of the board was greeted with wild
by proponents of state financing of internal

acc1a~

~provements.

The Frankfort Commonwealth bad high hopes for the future ot
the state as it reported on the first meeting of the board.
Who can predict the aspect Kentucky will present
when her streams became permanently navigable and
when all her roads through the interior become
commodious channels of trade1 The day is fast
approaching when the difficulties of transportation and travel which have been encountered by
this community, will live in tradition only and
be listened to with incredulity by the rising
generation. We have begun the good work, it is
true, at a late date, but this consideration
should only stimUlate us to greater etforts in
order to enable us to overtake those states who
bave got so many years the start of us.18
The tirst activity ot the board was the hiring ot a
principal engineer and an assistant engineer, to begin the
work of surveying the proposed projects as directed by the
legislature.

Atter some delay in selecting the engineer

which the board te1t to be best qua1itied, Major R. p.
Baker was appointed principal engineer in August, 1835.
17fteport of the Debates and Proceedings or the Convention tor the Revision ot the Constitution ot the State
ot Kentuc~, 1849, (Franktort: A. G. Hodges and Co., 1849),
p. 111.
ere after referred to as Convention Debates.
18Frankrort Commonwealth, March 21, 1835.
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N. B. Buford vas named as assistant engineer to aid

h~

in

making the required surveys.
About September 20, 1835, the two engineers began a
joint survey·ot the Kentuoky Rlver to determine its adaptability tor slackwater navigation.

The survey was made to

ascertain the practioability ot converting the river into
an artificial canal useful for navigation the year round. 19
The engineers reported favorably on both aspects of the
improvement, and gave lengthy estimates as to the amount
ot trade which would pass over the river it the contemplated improvements were made.
Favorable reports were also given on the teasibi1ity
of improving the Green and Licklng rivers atter surveys had
been made on these streams.

The survey by the United

States Engineer ot the Cumberland Rlver was regarded as
tavorable and was accepted by the board.

In allot these

reports on surveys made, the engineers stressed the value
of the improvements to the commerce ot the area reached by
the streams.
It was antioipated that vast amounts of Kentucky products could be substituted for those products currently
being brought ln from outside the state.

The engineers

estimated that the amounts of ooa1, salt, and lumber being
shlpped in trom the East could be replaced by using
19Genera1 Assembly, "Report of the Board ot Internal
Improvement for 1835," House Journal (1835-36), Appendix,
p. 2.
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existing Kentucky supplies. 20
The judgement of the engineers as to the practicabilit.y
of

~proving

the streams was to prove sound.

While recom-

mending the t.provement of these four rivers, they felt
that it was not advisable to construct a system of locks
and dams on the Big Sandy, and the Rockcastle rivers at
this time.

They advised that some deepening and widening

of their channels would be sufficient for the time being. 2l
While it is evident that the engineers were well qualified as to their knowledge of construction and location of
~provements

to be made, they seem to be somewhat mistaken

as to their esttaates of the cost of these projects.

Act-

ual costs of construction were to run trom three to five
ttmes the esttmates made by the engineers. 22 This can not
be wholly blamed upon the judgement of the engineers, for
construction costs were undoubtedly made exorbitantly high
by unscrupulous contractors who were anxious to take advantage ot the opportunity for large profits at the expense of
the taxpayers.
The engineers cannot be criticized tor being narrowminded for their report endorsed one of the wildest schemes
which could have been proposed.

The plan was to link Ken-

tucky with the Atlantic Ocean, using a series of canals and
20~.,

p. 6.

2l~.,

pp. 46-60.

22General Assembly, "Report of the Board of Internal
Improvement for 1842," Legislative Documents (1842-43), p. 60.

30

tunnels to join the streams and rivers between the Cumberland and the Savannah rivers.
scheme highly possible.

Major Baker called the

til could not avoid regarding the

route as presenting highly eligible facilities for the
construction of a channel of the most important character
between the Ohio and the Atlantic; and that Kentucky could
thus be made the most conspicious link in the chain. tt23
However, Baker, who was regarded one of the most competent engineers of his time, was obviously wrong in his
est1mation of the cost ot such a project.
It will, upon reference to the accompanying estimate, be seen, that the average cost per mile of a
lock and dam navigation, upon the most perfect
plan will but little, it any, exceed one-half that
of a turnpike road •••• The most perfect kind ot
canal can be constructed tor one-halt the cost ot
the most perfect railroad. The experience of the
northeastern states bas fully settled the question,
that the cost of transportation of railroads exceed
that upon canals by two or three hundred per cent. 24
With this type of advice and leadership by the technical
experts, the board began actual construction projects which
would cost several times the amounts originally anticipated.
The significance ot the inaugaration of an organized
system ot state financial aid tor internal improvements
cannot be overlooked by the serious student of economic
history.

Throughout the next f$w years, this program would

overshadow all other programs ot the state government.

The

money spent would rise to amounts never dreamed of by the

-

23Ibid., p. 17.
24Ibid., p. 18.
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advocates or opponents ot the movement.
The act which created the Board ot Internal Improvement was far fram perfect and the members of the legislature were quick 1n their efforts to provide further legislation.

In fact, this would occupy a place of prominence

in the affairs ot the legislature during the next several
years.

32
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CHAPTER IV
FURTHER LEGISLATION FOR INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTS
The legislature considered the act ot 1835 an tmportant step toward the achievement ot an adequate system ot
transportation in the state.

However, it was quick to

realize that more specitic provisions were needed.

One ot

the most important needs was the detinition ot the powers
and duties ot the Board ot Internal Improvement.
The passage ot an act in 1836 partially spelled out
the duties

or

the board.

The act provided "that the gener-

al care and superintendence and control of all the public
tmprovements for interior communication in this state,
which shall belong in whole or in part to the Commonwealth,
shall, to the amount ot such interest be vested in the
Board ot Internal Improvement."l
The act seems to imply that the board would have con-

siderable treedom of action, but the legislature retained
firm control over the board.

It continued to specify proj-

ects to be undertaken, and made appropriations tor these
projects.

It also gave the conditions under which the

appropriations could be spent.
lGeneral Assembly, Acts ot the General Assemblt (1835-

36), c. 373, see. 1.
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The membership of the board was changed, and the governor was no longer to be president.

The president of the

board was to be appointed by the governor and approved by
the senate.

The three members of the board were to be

appointed, with one coming from each of the three main
areas of the state as outlined in the original act. 2 The
section of the act which bad allowed the board to subscribe
for stock in turnpike roads anywhere within the state if
funds were not called for in one of the three sections, was
repealed.

It was made unlawful to subscribe more than one-

third of the amount authorized in anyone section of the
state. 3
The governor was authorized to issue scrip or bonds in
an amount not to exceed one million dollars.

This was to
be in addition to the amount authorized in 1835. 4 The
amounts which had been stipulated for the improvement of
the various rivers and streams were to remain the same unless specificallJ changed.

The residue from the sale of

the bonds was to go tor the construction of turnpike roads
aocording to the regulations for the state subscription tor
stock.

The scrip and bonds were to be redeemable in thirty

and thirty-tive year periods.

Any unsold bonds trom the

issue of the previous year were to be redeemable within
2!,E!g,. , sec. 3.

3Ibid., c. 113, sec. 3.
4Ibid. , c. 373, sec. 16.
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w1th1n these per10ds also. 5
The board was also author1zed to subscr1be for stock
1n the Lex1ngton and Oh10, and the Green River railroads,
1n the amounts of $200,000 and $150,000, provided llke
amounts should be subscr1bed by 1nd1viduals. 6
In order to insure the payment of 1nterest on the
money borrowed for the purposes of internal improvement,
and to prov1de for the f1nal redempt10n of the loans, the
legislature estab11shed a s1nk1ng fund.

Th1s fund was to

be made up of the tax on the cap1tal stock 1n the Bank of
Kentucky, the Northern bank of Kentucky, and the Kentucky
Bank of Lou1sv1lle.

Also, the excess of the state div1-

dends on her stocks 1n those banks, after paying the 1nterest on the state bonds sold to pay for the stock, was to go
1nto the s1nking fund.

In add1tion, the d1v1dends of the

state on her stocks 1n turnp1ke roads and br1dges, and the
prof1ts wh1ch might accrne trom any works of 1nternal improvement were to be added to the fund. 7 The excess of the
surplus over $10,000 in the state treasury was also to be
pa1d into the s1nk1ng fund.

The preSidents of the three

banks were des1gnated as Comm1ss10ners of the S1nk1ng Fund.
The governor was to act as pres1dent of this board.
Throughout the state at this time, there were 1n

6~., sec. 20.

7!2!S., c. 339, sec. 1.
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existence a number of local boards of internal improvement.
Same of these were specifically authorized by the legislature in the act which created the Board of Internal Improvement.

The local boards were to act under the authority of

the Board ot Internal Improvement as to the supervision of
the construction projects in their own area.

This applied

primarily to the turnpike road projects.
The act ot 1835 had included the procedure for the
letting of contracts by local boards tor construction of
internal improvements in which the state was to have an
interest.

This bill stated that the boards were to employ

a competent person to examine any contemplated project and
report to the board his findings.

If his plan for con-

struction, together with estimates ot the probable cost,
was found to be satisfactory, the board was then to let
bids for construction.

The bid was to be awarded to the

lowest bidder, all other things being eQual. 8

The contract

was to be awarded on the first day of public court, after
the invitation to bid had been advertised tor thirty days
at three public places in the county.9
Tneooard was to secure a bond from the undertaker,
payable to the board, and conditioned by the faitbrul performance of the contract. 10 The completed project was to
BGeneral Assembly, Acts of the General Assembl~ (1834-

35), c. 837, sec. 19.
9Ibid.

-

lOIbid.

to be examined and approved by two members of the local
board before the contractor could be released fram his bond.
These local board members, or commissioners, were

prohibi~

from acting as contractors for any projects under their
supervision. 11
These provisions for the conduct of business by the
local boards were further implemented in 1836, when the
legislature directed that the local boards report to the
governor on an annual basis.

These reports were intended

to keep the state officials informed of the projects undertaken for improvement and the extent of state subscription
of stock.
At the first meeting of the Commissioners of the Sinking Fund at which business was transacted, it was reported
that these instructions were not being complied with.l2
The commissioners instructed the secretary-treasurer to
make an inquiry of the president of the Board of Internal
Improvement to determine the extent of the state interest
in projects throughout the state.

The president was unable

to give the requested information and replied that local
boards were not making the required reports. 13 The governor also had no knowledge of the actual progress which had
ll~., sec. 30.

l2Commonwealth of Kentucky. Minutes of the Cammissio~
ers of the Sinking Fund, 1836-1844 {in the files of the
Kentucky State Archives, Frankfort~, December 9, 1836.

-

l3Ibid.
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been made at that time.

This was alarming in view ot the

fact that $452,650 had been spent for all improvements during 1835 and 1836.

Ot this amount, $309,856 had been spent

for turnpikes, the details ot which were unknown to the
governor or president of the Board of Internal lmprovement. 14

14General Assembly, "Report ot the Commissioners on
the Expenditure of the Board of Internal Improvement,"
Legislative Documents (1847-48), p. 744.
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CHAPTER V

THE MAJOR PROJECTS UNDERTAKEN
The creation of the Board of Internal Improvement and
the subsequent legislation represented somewhat of a victory tor those supporting river improvements.

In the years

prior to 1835, the amount spent for river improvement was
only $33,500, which was slightly more than 10% of the
amount spent tor turnpike roads. 1 This would be greatly
changed in the next tew years.
The greatest amounts ot state money would still be
spent for turnpike roads, but would be a much smaller percentage ot the money spent for all

~provements.

This was

due mainly to the spending of the large amounts of money
necessary tor improving the great river systems throughout
the state.

Improvements on these three systems, the Ken-

tucky, the Green, and Barren, and the Licking, ulttmately
acoounted tor almost 40% of the amount spent tor internal
improvements.
Those areas ot the state which were touched by one of
these rivers, and would be crossed by one ot the major
turnpikes, were indeed tortunate.

A traveler to Bowling

l"Report ot the Board ot Internal ]mprovement tor

1837," General Assembly, House Journal (1837-38), Appendix,
p. 405.
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Green commented upon the enthusiasm in the latter part ot

Bowling Green is a thriving and handsome town,
which has very tlattering prospects opening betore it. A broad and elegant turnpike is in
progress, connecting it with Louisville, and
another connecting it with Lexington and Nashville; and 1n addition to this, preparations
tor slackwater navigation are going on to completion, connecting the waters ot Big Barren,
which skirts the town~ with those ot Green
River. Through these new channels, produce ot
various kinds can easily tind a market, while
merchandise will be more cheaply ~ported trom
distant quarters. 2
This enthusiasm was shared by other areas ot the state
who were benetiting trom the great expenditure ot money.
The appropriations made by the legislature in 1835 were intended as a signiticant step toward the achievement of a
state transportation network, but their estimation has been
unbelievably low.
that

t~e

The amounts which were appropriated at

hardly made more than a start on these buge proj-

ects.
Without a doubt, the costs ot tmproving the river syst6mS were greatly intlated.

Whether the benetits derived

trom their improvement justified the cost is a matter tor
debate.

Certainly to residents ot an area which was en-

riched by this windtall ot state
justitiable at any cost.
provements were

needed~

money~

the projects were

There is no doubt that the 1mand in most eases navigation ot the

2Robert Davidson, An Excursion to the Mammoth Cave
(Lexington: A. T. Skillman and Son, 1840), p. 28.

streams was made possible by the

~provements.

However,

the total amount of money which was spent for these projects was extremely high tor the

t~e

and the economic con-

dition ot Kentucky.
The Kentucky River Navigation, which was the most
widely known of the river projects was to cost $901,932.
The Green and Barren rivers were to receive $859,126 for
~provements,

and the Licking River improvements would cost

$372,520. 3 There was same other expenditure tor the smaller
streams, but these three large systems received practically
allot the state money spent tor river

~provement.

Canals played a minor part in the scheme ot internal
improvements in Kentucky.

None of any

~portance

built except the Louisville and Portland Canal.

were
This canal

was completed in 1831, and was built with private and tederal tunds.

The state ot KentUCky had shown some interest

in the undertaking during its early stages, but bad tailed
to make any active contribution.
Whenever canals were proposed, they were tor connecting links between rivers or to bypass rapids. 4 These were
merely suggested and none of any importance were constructed.

This was prtmarily due to the abundance ot

3General Assembly, "Report ot the Comm. on the Expenditures of the Board of Internal Improvement," Legislative
Documents (1847-48), p. 744.
4william E. Connelley and E. M. Coulter, Histxm; ot
Kentuckl, ed. Charles Kerr, 5 vols. (Chicago: The
erican
ftistorical Society, 1922), II, 724.

semi-navigable streams, and to the difficulty in construction of canals.

Where canals were actually needed, the

topography of the area made construction unfeasible.
The state made a greater effort in the field of railroads than in canals, but it did little in comparison with
county and municipal aid.

However, the period of greatest

American railroad construction did not occur until the
fifties, and the state had little interest in any type of
improvements at that ttme.

In 1857, the American Railroad

Journal declared that, "Of all the States, Kentucky has
made the poorest showing in the matter of internal improvements. tt5 The largest portion of the state aid went to the
Lexington and Ohio Railroad for assistance in extending the
road westward to Louisville from Frankfort.
Control of the road as tar as Frankfort was taken over
by the state and placed under the control of the Board of
Internal Improvement in 1842. 6 This had been necessitated
by the dire financial position of the road.

For the period

1838 to 1841, the railroad had failed to meet its interest
payments to the state. 7 The railroad was sold at public
5American Railroad Journal, XXX, 185, 488, quoted in
Carter Goodrich, Government Promotion of American Oanals
and Railroads (New York: Columbia University Press, 1960),
p.

153.

6General Assembly, Acts ot the General Assembly (184142), p. 430.
7Thamas D. Clark, "The Lexington and Ohio Railroad--A
Pioneer Venture," in The Re~ister of the Kentucky State
Historical Society, XXXI, ~, (January, 1933), p. 12.

auction Ja.nuary 15, 1842, and was bought by the state ot
Kentucky for $178,544.

This amount represented the amount

ot the principal, plus the amount of the interest past due
on the state owned bonds. 8 The road was then leased out
for its operation.
At this time, an extension of ten years

t~e

was

granted for the completion ot the road to Louisville.

In

all, the state of Kentucky spent slightly more than
$600,000 tor aid to railroads.

This represented a little

over l~ ot the total spent tor internal improvements.
Faster progress was made in the making of turnpike
roads than in railroad construction.

"The activity of

private companies in byilding turnpikes and in projecting
a great many more was

~ediately

heightened by the inaug-

aration of state aid through the Board of Internal Improvement."9 By the end ot 1837, subscriptions of individual
stockholders in incorporated road companies amounted to the
sum of nearly $2,000,000. 10

It is difficult to ascertain

the amount of state subscription at this time due to the
failure ot local boards to report their activities to the
governor as had been ordered in 1836.

However, it can be

safely stated that the subscription by the state was well
8Ibid
...........•
9Connelley and Coulter, History of Kentuc!X, II, 727.
lOGeneral Assembly, "Report ot the Board ot Internal
Improvement tor 1857," House Journal (1837-38), Appendix,
p. 20.
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over $1,000,000.
In the report of the Board of Internal Improvement for
1837, the board listed 343 miles of macadamized road finished and 236 miles under construction. 11 The network in
the central portion of the state was of the highest quality
and was the most widely traveled.

This network had as its

nuclei Maysville, Lexington, and Louisville.

This system

of roads was said to be equal to that located in any other
part of the United States. 12
Another important turnpike was the road which extended
southward from Louisville toward Nashville by way of West
Point, Elizabethtown, and Bowling Green.

This road, which

cost some $5500 per mile, was constructed in the fashion of
the day, and is typical of the turnpikes being built at the
t1me. 13
The foundation of the road was formed by placing rough
cobblestones across the road to a depth of eight inches.
On top of this, successive layers of pounded stone were
added to make a finishing coat four inches thick.

The

grading on the roads was done with the plow, pick, and
shovel, as scrapers were not then in use.

The rock was

-

llIbid.
l2J. Winston Coleman, Stage Coach Days in the Bluegrass (Louisville: The Standard Press, 1935), p. 234.
l3s. G. Boyd, "The Louisville and Nashville Turnpike,"
Paper read before the Filson Club, Louisville, November 2,
1925.

crushed with hammers and the knapping hammer was used to
smooth the jagged edges ot the base rocks. 14 Ditches were
dug on each side to provide tor drainage ot the roads.
These ditches, when dug, added considerably to the cost ot
the road as the work amounted to nearly 1200 yards ot excavation per mile. l $
The quality ot the roads varied greatly with each road,
but they were generally constructed on the same plan.

The

ditterences in quality existed due to some roads being
built with little drainage, and with a very shallow toundation and covering of crushed stone.

The better roads were

built to a depth ot nine or ten inches on the edges, and
one to three inches deeper in the center to provide tor
greater wear and for drainage. 16
The generosity ot the legislature did not extend to
all sections ot the state.

The tunds tor river tmprovement

detinitely tavored those sections of the state which were
fortunate enough to be located near one of the great river
systems.

The policy ot distribution of state tunds through

the subscription for stock by the state in turnpike road
companies definitely favored those sections of the state
with greater population and prosperity.

The mountain roads,

l4Ibid. The author of this paper stated that the
toundatron-of this road was substantially intact in 192$,
when he had inspected it.

...........

l$Ibid •
l6Coleman, Stage Coaoh DaIS in the Bluegrass, p. 234.
4$

which bad been nearly comparable to the roads in central
Kentucky before 1830, fell turther behind in quality eaeh
year. l ? These roads were steeper and more subject to
frequent washouts, although the materials for

~provement

were often better and more easily obtainable than in other
sections of the state.

The funds which were necessary to

match the state subscriptions were hard to raise and the
mountain region as a whole suffered from poor roads.
The state assistance for internal

~provement

was

actively courted by businessmen and politicians in all
areas of the state tor it enriched their own region in two
main ways.

The main reason given, and the most obvious

one, was that improvement ot the state's transportation
facilities would add greatly to the amount of trade, thus
causing the

eeono~

of the area to grow.

This would ben-

efit the state as a whole, and would be justification
enough for the expenditure of state funds.

This did happen

and was one valid reason for the state to involve itself in
such a massive program of internal

~provements.

Travelers, and other writers ot the period, were quite
vocal in their praise of the improvements being made at the
t~e.

Macadam roads and slackwater navigation, are giving
a new impulse to the trade and prosperity of this
section of Kentucky; and the valley of Green River,
l?Mary Verhoeft, The Kentucky Mountains ("Filson Club
Publications Number 26," Louisville: 30hn P. Morton and
Company, 1911), p. 168.
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with its handsome and thriving towns, is rising
every year in political importance, while it
attracts the admiration ot the traveller. To
say nothing of the lucrative tobacco trade, nor
of the trade to the south in livestock, the
mineral treasures ot this region when tully
developed, will constitute an inexhaustible
sourceot wealth.18
Another reason tor the activity ot businessmen. and
politicians in attempting to secure state funds for internal
improvement was the etfect of the money spent for construction upon the local economy.

Supplies and equipment had to

be bought for the projects and labor was needed for construction.

The money spent for these and other needs acted

as a terrific stimulant in the areas where the projects
were located.
There were also fantastic profits to be made on these
projects.

Frequently those who made the strongest appeal

for state funds contracted to make the improvements.

The

act which created the Board of Internal Improvement specified that local commissioners be prohibited from being
contractors of projects under their supervision.

This was

further implemented by acts of the legislature restricting
the authority of the Board of Internal Improvement and the
local boards.

An act passed February 16, 1838, provided

that roads were not to be put under contract without the
authority of the Board ot Internal lmprovement.

All roads

were to be surveyed before they could be put under contract.
l8Davidson, An Excursion to the Mammoth Cave, p. 37.
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The act also specifically warned the president and the
board members to be aware ot. and guard against frauds by
contractors.

They were instructed to "prevent individual

subscriptions from being made. not of a fair and bona fide
character. but for the purpose of procuring subscriptions
on the part of the state merely with the expectation of becoming road contractors. and not with the intention to pay
the amount of their subscription in good taith."19
As the financial affairs of the

t~e

became more

strained, the local contractors and their protits would be
examined more closely. and some irregularities would be
exposed.

For the most part. however. a large amount of the

money spent tor internal improvements would ultimately go
to various contractors as profit.

19Genera1 Assembly, Acts of the General Assembll.
1837-38. c. 256, sec. 19.
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CHAPTER VI

PROBLEMS IN FINANCING THE IMPROVEMENTS
The year 1836 ended well for the advocates of internal
improvements in Kentucky.

As late as September, state

scrip had sold in New York at a premium.

Many projects

were in progress, and many more were under contract.

While

the legislature continued to be extremely generous with
appropriations for internal improvements, it retained control over the board.

The amount of money which could be

borrowed was limited, and the provisions for spending state
money were specifically stated.
The board was instructed to make an estimate of the
money needed for each year by June 1, and scrip was to be
issued to cover the amount needed.

However, the sum esti-

mated and borrowed could not exceed the amount authorized
by law. l The provisions for turnpike road companies had
to be met before the board could subscribe stock, and no
money could be spent unless authorized by law and appropriated by the legislature. 2 The board was further prohibited from putting any locks or dams under contract unless authorized by the legislature.
lGeneral Assembly, Acts of the General Assembl~, 1836-

37, c. 471, sec.

14.

2Ibid., sec. 20.
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While it appeared that all was well with the internal
improvements program of the state, there were same hints
that the state's financial picture was not as sound as was
thought.
The act which established the sinking fund for the
state had provided that the excess of the surplus in the
state treasury over $10,000 be paid into the sinking fund.
When the commissioners met in December, 1836, the secretarytreasurer ot the fund made an accounting of the funds tor
which the commissioners were responsible.

He indicated

that $62,443 had been received by the state treasurer to go
into the sinking tund.

Atter the disbursements had been

made, the treasurer held the amount ot $31,429, which was
~

to be paid to the fund. J

The treasurer replied to a demand of the commissioners
that he was unable to pay this amount but he could pay
approximately $20,000 at this tlme. 4 The full amount which
was due the sinking fund was not paid until January 11,
No explanation was made ot where the money had been,

1837.

or of where the treasurer finally acquired the necessary
amount.

This incident, though small, indicates the poor

way in which the state funds were handled and the possibilities for misuse of public tunds.
3Kentucky, Minutes of the Commissioners of the Sinking
Fund 1836-1844, December 9, 1836.
4Ibid.
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The apparent soundness of the state's finances was
shown to be somewhat misleading early in 1837.

The Board

of Internal Improvement, in its report made to the legislature at the end of the year, stated that by April it had
become acutely concerned with the problem of maintaining
the tmprove.ments for the year.
At this time the Board thought it probable that
the scrip of the State would not sell, during
the heavy commercial embarrassments into which
the country has been thrown. The only means
provided by law for the prosecution of our Internal Improvement system, were loans from banks
and the proceeds from the sale of scrip; but our
banks, following the lead of those in other states,
suspended specie payments on the 19th and 20th of
May, and were not, in this prostration of the
credit system of the United States, in a condition
to afford loans adequate to our wants; and the
failure of the sale of the State scrip left the
Board without the means of discharging existing
liabilities. These were the painful facts which
compelled the Board to come to the determination
not to commence any new works over which they had
discretion, yntil they could take counsel from the
Legislature.5
The extent to which the state had plunged into internal improvements is best illustrated by the fact that although no new projects were started during this year, the
6
expenditure amount to $866,221.
This was the second
greatest expenditure for tmprovements made in anyone year
and represented only the payments on projects under construction.

Had not the panic of 1837 occurred, the

5General Assembly, "Report of Board of Internal Improvement for 1837," House Journal, 1837-38, Appendix, p. 17.
6General Assembly, "Report of the Commissioners on the
Expenditures of the Board of Internal Improvement, Legislative Documents, 1847-48, p. 744.
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participation of the state in these projects might have
reached truly fantastic proportions.
The failure of the Board of Internal Improvement to
undertake any new projects for 1837 caused considerable
financial difficulty for contractors throughout the state.
The commissioners of the sinking fund reported at their
meeting of June 8, 1837, that frequent applications were
made to them by various turnpike road companies and other
local corporations proposing that the commissioners subscribe for stock or loan money for their ventures.

These

appeals were rejected on the grounds that the commissioners
did not have the authority to subscribe for stock or make
such loans. 7
By September, 1837, the Board of Internal Improvement
had decided that even the projects under construction could
not be continued.

The board appealed to the commissioners

of the sinking fUnd for additional sales of state scrip to
prevent the halting of work already under contract.

Due

to the "consequences of the great depression," the attempts
to sell additional scrip failed.

The commissioners then

authorized the purchase of $200,000 in Kentucky Internal
Improvement Bonds. 8
The financial crisis was of such a severe nature that
7Kentuc~, Minutes of the Commissioners of the Sinking
Fund, 1836-1844, June 8, 1837.

8~., September 2, 1837.

52

the state of Kentucky would have not been able to meet her
obligations without the division of the surplus revenue of
the United States.

For the year 1837, the sinking fund

received the sum of $1,023,287.

Of this amount, $850,159
was received from the national government. 9
This sum of $850,000 was paid into the sinking fund
for the purpose of establishing a school fund.

Seeing the

need for additional funds to promote the interest of the
state in internal improvements, the commissioners decided
to invest this sum in internal improvement bonds.

They ex-

plained their actions in the report to the legislature for
the year.
To invest it in foreign stock was thought to be
unadvisable; to have done so, the commissioners
would have been driven to the necessity of withdrawing fram Kentucky the entire sum, thus lessening the circulating medium of the state, and thereby
depriving not only the state, but every individual
citizen of the benefits resulting from the retention
and distribution of so large an amount of money
among them. Had $850,000 at the present crisis of
our monetary affairs been withdrawn from the state,
and invested in other sections of the United States,
the present derangement of our currency would have
greatly augumented, and the commerce and a.griculture,
the manufacturing and mechanical arts throughout
Kentucky, would have received an additional shock in
all their varied ramifications. Had this money been
invested in internal improvement bonds of other
states •••• they would have enjoyed its benefit while
Kentucky was suffering most disasterously under its
withdrawal--her system of internal tmprovements
entirely arrested, and her credit seriously affected
if not prostrated by her consequent inability to
fulfil her contracts. 10
9Ibid., February 26, 1838.
lOIbid.

-
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While oontinuing to appropriate money for the oompletion of projeots already undertaken, the legislature
approaohed the problem of internal 1mprovements rather oautiously in the session whioh began in Deoember, 1837.

Even

before the annual reports of the board and the sinking fund
were given, it was apparent that the state was in aoute
financial embarrassment.

The suspension of payment of

speoie by the banks had oontinued, and the fisoal picture
of the state was indeed bleak.

Early in the session, a

member of the House of Representatives had attempted to
introduce a bill to abolish the board but was rebuffed in
his effort. ll
The responsibility for the further involvement of the
state in works of internal improvement rests clearly with
the legislature.

The Board of Internal Improvement had de-

clined to approve any new projeots until the wishes of the
legislature had been determined.

The oommissioners of the

sinkinf fund warned that "to progress with our own system
of Internal Improvements, it is essentially necessary to
effeot sales of our sorip.

To oreate a demand in the

market for our bonds, it is indispensable that the means
of meeting the interest, and their oertain and final redemption should be provided."12
IlGeneral Assembly, ttReport of Board of Internal Improvement for 1837, tt House Journal, 1837-38, Appendix, p.

56.

12Kentucky, Minutes of the Commissioners of the SinkFund, 1836-44, February 26, 1838.
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The commissioners further stated that of all the prescribed sources of possible revenue, the only certain
source was the bonus on the capital stock of the Bank of
Kentucky, the Northern Bank of Kentucky, and the Kentucky
Bank of Louisville. 13 They called for ~ediate action to
provide further sources of revenue for the sinking fund.
While it still was not fully apparent that the system
of internal improvements was swiftly leading the state
toward financial ruin, there was enough evidence to cause
the legislature to examine the long range effect of the
program.

This was not done, and the sentiment for internal

improvements reached new highs atter the crisis of 1837 had
passed.

The projects already under construction were a

drain on the finances ot the state, even it no new projects
had been undertaken.

The tinancial crisis ot 1837 had made

little impact on the advocates of internal improvements.
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CHAPTER VII

THE END OF INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTS
With the financial crisis of 1837 past, the legislature resumed the appropriations for works of tmprovement
with new vigor.

This necessitated the sale of additional

state bonds, and on July 1, 1838, the largest single issue
of the period was made.

This issue, which was in the

amount of $1,250,000, was needed to pay the costs of construction which were almost $1,000,000 for the year. l This
marked the maxtmum effort made by the state tor internal
improvement.
One of the factors which had led to the financial
difficulty of the state was the lack of tolls collected on
behalf of the state.

Supporters of the works of improve-

ment had argued that the tolls collected on the improved
projects would pay for the costs ot construction, and in
many eases, actually represent a profitable investment tor
the state.

It soon became evident that the state's portion

ot the tolls was tar below that which had been expected.
As previously mentioned, the commissioners ot the sinking
fund had been concerned with the tailure ot local boards
lGeneral AssemblYA "Report of the Commissioners ot the
Sinking Fund for 1850, Legislative Documents, 1850-51, p.
557.
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to report the holdings of the state in turnpike road companies.

The requests made to the local boards had gone

largely unanswered, and through 1838, the state was receiving very little money as its share of tolls collected.
In compiling their report to the legislature for 1838,
the commissioners wished to call attention to this problem.
They felt that the legislature should be aware of this, for
it actually constituted a shortage ot state funds.

At this

time, there were many roads in operation and the state's
share of the tolls should have been substantial.

The com-

missioners made the following statement in their report.
It is scarcely probable, with the great extent of
turnpike roads and the bridges already constructed
and in-successful operation, in which the state is
interested, that there should not be some revenues
collected--same profit received--beyond the expense
ot collection and repairs; and yet, from very tew,
indeed trom but two ot these roads, has one cent
been received during the present year, one ot which
being under the exclusive control of the state.
There is either some radical detect in the construction of these roads, or a disregard on the part of
the managers thereot of the existing laws upon the
subject; other states derive a certain revenue fram
those sources, where the rates of toll are not higher
than in the state of Kentucky.2
This report of the commissioners to the legislature
had little effect as only five companies returned tolls to
the state for 1839, and they amounted to less than $5,000.
2Minutes of the Commissioners ot the Sinking Fund,
In addition to the Muldrows Hill
and the Maysville, Washington, Paris, and Lexington Turnpike companies mentioned here, the Shelby County and thA
Springfield and Bardstown turnpikes had yielded dividends
to the state prior to 1838. These were the only companies
to submit tolls to the state tor the period 1835-1838.

1836-44, March 9, 1B39.
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Of this amount, $2,798 came from the Maysville, Washington,
Paris, and Lexington Turnpike Road Company.3
By early 1840, the financial situation was becoming
desperate again in Kentucky.

The state debt was now over

$2,000,000 and it had become quite a problem to make the
interest payments.

In order to finish work already under-

taken, the legislature provided that contractors could be
paid in state bonds if they would accept them.

This only

applied to work already completed, but in order to be more
attractive to the contractors, the commissioners of the
sinking fund and the Board of Internal Improvement agreed
to give bonds for "work to be done as estimates may be
presented to the Board."4
The proceeds from the bonds which the state was able
to sell, were distributed to the contractors on a pro rata
basis.

The legislature stipulated that the money from the

sale of new bonds might not be used to pay the interest on
the debt already owed.
Faced with a mounting state debt, and with many expensive projects already undertaken, the legislature
directed that no new works be undertaken for the year 1841.
The projects which were in the process of being completed
3Ibid., December 13, 1839.
4Ibid., March 25, 1841.
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would cost over $1,000,000 ror 1841 and 1842. 5 However,
these years would be the last in which the state made such
expenditures ror internal improvements.

The amount spent

ror 1843 was $98,170, and represented quite a reduction
rrom the $462,604 spent ror 1842. 6
The completion or the major projects, together with
the prohibition or new projects accounts for the drastic
decrease in expenditures.

This was rortunate for the

state, because the debt had risen to over $4,000.000 by mid
1842, and the rinancial resources or the state were
strained to utmost.

Fram 1843 through 1847, the state

spent $265,000 to complete various projects already nearing
completion. 7

In 1846 and 1847, commissioners were ap-

pointed by the legislature to settle the accounts and audit
the records or the Board or Internal Improvements.
Although the board remained in existence until the
1860's, its activities were Itmited to collecting tolls and
supervising repairs on the facilities under 1ts control.
Even though the powers and the tmportance or the board had
decreased sharply with the completion of the major projects, many people desired to protect the state in some way
from any return to state aid for public improvements.

This

was accomplished in the constitution of 1850.
5General Assembly, "Report of the Comm1ssioners on the
Expenditures or the Board ot Internal Improvement," Legislative Documents 1847-48, p. 744.
6Th!,g,.

7Ibid.
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The convention which met in 1849 to consider revising
the constitution debated the issue of internal

~provements

and decided its fate by placing a debt 11mitation on the
state which read:

nThe general assembly may contract debts

to meet casual deficits or failures in the revenue; but
such debts. direct or contingent, singly or in the aggregate, shall not any any time exceed five hundred thousand
dollars; and the moneys arising from loans creating such
debts shall be applied to the purposes for
obtained, or to repay such debts. n8

~ieh

they were

To implement this act and give further assurances, the
constitution provided that, tiThe credit of this commonwealth shall never be given or loaned in aid of any person,
association, municipality, or corporation. n9 The constitution also provided that the president of the Board of
Internal Improvement was to be elected by the voters of the
state for a four year period.

The general assembly was

given the power to abolish the board or the office of the
president at its discretion. 10
The debates over internal improvements at the convention were quite heated and centered around the prOVision
to limit the state debt to $500,000. 11 Same of the
8Kentucky, Constitution 1850, (Frankfort: William
Tanner and John W. Finnell, 1850), Art. 2, sec. 35.
9Ibid., Art. 2, sec. 33.
10~., Art.

8, sec. 23.

llConvention Debates, p. 757.
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delegates wishes to make the ltmit $50,000, but it was
pointed out that this would not be sufficient to rebuild
the state capitol in the event it might be destrOyed. i2
Despite the disagreement over the ceiling on the state
debt in the future, it was generally agreed that the state
had undertaken debts greater than her ability to repay.

-

l2Ibid.
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CHAPTER VIII
EVALUATION OF THE BOARD OF INTERNAL IMPROVEMENT

In order to make a fair evaluation of the Board of Internal Improvement, certain factors must be considered.
This study, which attempts to examine the workings of the
board, is actually a broad examination of the period of
internal

~provements

in Kentucky.

The papers of the board

are not available at this ttme and a detailed examination
of the board itself is difficult without them.

The reports

of the board to the legislature are lengthy, but they give
little information about the board itself.

The conclusions

drawn are therefore based on the materials used and are
subject to dispute.
There are same conclusions which may be immediately
drawn and are generally agreed upon.

The improvements

which were made definitely benefited the state and trom
this standpoint can be considered successful.

The facil-

ities for transportation before the inaugaration of state
aid were inadequate, and the works did much to tmprove
travel and transportation.

There was by no means an effec-

tive system of roads throughout the state, but the major
cities were connected by roads of fairly good quality.

The

local roads did not benefit a great deal from the state aid

62

and remained in poor condition for a great many years.
The

~provements

made on the Kentucky and the Green

and Barren Rivers were successful in aiding navigation and
in promoting trade in the areas through which they flowed.
The work on the locks and dams were otten of poor quality,
but their size was sufficient for the boats of the day.
Much of the construction done on the locks and dams on the
Kentucky River was later replaced when the state relinquished control to the national government. l
The work on the Licking River was suspended in 1843
and the improvements already made constituted a total loss.
The Board of Internal Improvement met in Covington, in
accordance with an act of the legislature of March 11,
1843, to settle accounts with the contractors. 2 It was
est~ated

that $40,000 more would have completed the first

tive locks on the river.
As previously stated, the state spent little money for
the construction of canals and railroads.
for canals was negligible.

The money spent

The total spent on the con-

struction of the Lexington and Ohio Railroad was less than .
10% of the total spent for all

~provements,

and came to

Early Engineers and Architects
of the Kentuc
State Historical
eptember, 19
9.

(

2General Assembll' "Special Report of the Board ot
Internal Improvement, Legislative Documents 1842-43, p.

45.
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$322,553. 3

This was the total amount spent for railroads,
exoept for $1,903 for the Green River Railroad. 4
The financial troubles which beset the state were
caused by a number of things.

There is no doubt but that

the state over-extended its credit and brought on the
financial crises which forced the end of state financing
of internal hnprovements.

This was pr1marily due to the

inability of the state to recover the amounts in tolls
which had been anticipated.

The legislature fully expected

the projects to pay for themselves and to be a continuing
source of income tor the state.

This proved to be far fram

correct, and instead of paying huge dividends, many of the
works had to have additional funds granted for repairs and
expenses of maintenance.
The people were told in both branches of the legislature that all the money they were borrowing for
those internal improvements would be repaid by the
profits of those works, and that the people would
never be called upon to pay a dollar of it. They
were told that these improvements would yield a
divident sufficient to pay not only the accruing
interest, but the principal of the debt, and also
aid in lessening the taxes of the people. Well,
the people, by sad experience, have found out that
these gentlemen were mistaken on the subject.5
One reason for the failure of the turnpike roads to
produce the anticipated tolls was the difficulty in their
3Convention Debates, p. 762.

-

4Ibid.
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collection.

In many instances, small roads were built

around the toll gates and travelers, particularly the local
residents, used the roads freely without paying any tolls
whatever.

The state's portion of the tolls which were col-

lected never reached the state treasury or the sinking rund
to any great degree.

Whether the roads actually made any

profits is hard to determine, but there was no shortage of
persons who were attempting to gain the state assistance
for their construction.

The difficulties in communication

made it almost impossible for the Board of Internal Improvement or the commissioners of the sinking fund to
effectively keep up with the various companies throughout
the state.
Due to the small budget of the state, it was virtually
impossible to make the necessary interest payments and
eventually repay the loans without substantial profits from
the projects.

The total receipts of the state from October
11, 1833, to October 10, 1834, had been only $162,008.68. 6
The expected revenue for 1835 was estimated at $171,446.26,
and would be insufficient to pay the estimated expenditure
for the year. 7

By 1843, the receipts had risen to

$374,216.14, with $108,519 being paid into the sinking
6General Assembly, "Report of the Treasurer," House
Journal 1834-35, pp. 60-61.
7General Assembly, "Report of the Auditor," House
Journal 1834-35, p. 54-

65

tund. 8

For 1844, the esttmate of revenue was $272,248,

with approx1mately $90,000 to be paid into the sinking
tund. 9

By this ttme, the interest on the state debt

amounted to over $200,000 a year which was almost as much
as the total expected revenue tor the state.

The situa-

tion would have been even more critical it the state had
not invested the $850,000 of the school fund in internal
improvement bonds in 1837, and would ultimately cancel the
bonds and wipe out the school fUnd. lO
The state had no effective system of control over its
finances, whether in the outlying areas or in Frankfort.
The commissioners continually had trouble collecting the
surplus in the state treasury which was to be paid into the
sinking fund.

During the financial crisis of 1837, the

legislature had passed a law calling for the profits arising from the penitentiary to be paid into the sinking fund.
This was not done, and a suit was instituted against the
former keeper of the penitentiary for funds allegedly misused. ll
This provision was to lead to constant disputes between the commissioners and the various keepers of the
8General Assembly "Report ot the Auditor," Legislative Documents 1843-44, p. 6.
9Ibid., p. 18.
10Convention Debates, p. 756.
llKentucky, Minutes of the Commissioners of the Sinking Fund 1836-44, December 14, 1837.
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penitentiary.

The commissioners had great difficulty in

collecting the money due the sinking fund.

The amounts

were considerably more than might be expected, for the
keeper was called upon to account for building supplies
allegedly purchased which amounted to almost $100,000. 12
One of the weaknesses of the Board of Internal Improvement resulted from the tailure of the original act to give
the board full power ot choice in investing in turnpike
road companies.

One of the delegates to the convention for

the revision of the constitution commented on this failure
of the legislature to proteot the interests of the state
adequately.
In the organization, the Board of Internal Improvement had no discretion in the applioation of publio
money. It was made tmperative on the board that
when the stock to be taken by individuals in any
road oompany was subscribed, the state was bound to
take her share of the stooke This produced misapplication and some projects were undertaken whioh
we greatly regret. 1 3
There were oases where individuals made subsoriptions
of stook for the purposes of obtaining the state funds
without any plans to construct the deSignated road.

While

these oases are diffioult to discover, it is apparent that
such schemes were taking place because the legislature
specifically warned against them. 14

The commissioners

12~.

13Convention Debates, p. 771.
14General Assembly, Acts of the General Assembly,
1837-38, c. 256, sec. 19.
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which were appointed in 1846 and 1847 to settle and audit
the accounts of the board were to examine to see if payments had been made without authority.
There were also cases of fraud in the sale ot the
state bonds, and the payment of interest on them.

The com-

misSioners of the sinking fund passed a resolution in 1840,
declaring that no payment of semi-annual interest be made
until the appropriate coupons had been surrendered, or a
receipt from the person to be paid was received. 15 After
this date, the commissioners refused to pay several claims
for interest where the coupons were said to have been lost
or stolen.

It is therefore probably safe to assume that

some unjust

cla~s

had been paid prior to the passage of

this resolution.
Another case of fraud occurred when the commissioners
purchased stock of the Bank of Kentucky which proved to be
counterfeit.
The recent development of the fraud committee by
the agent of the Bank of Kentucky at Philadelphia,
by the issue of spurious shares ot bank stock as
in the opinion of the board, made it necessary for
this board to take steps to investigate the purchases of the stock of said bank heretofore made
by the board for the sinking fund and the Board of
Education. 16
After investigation of the Schuylkill Bank in Philadelphia, which had been the agent for the Bank of Kentucky,
15Kentucky, Minutes of the Commissioners of the Sinking Fund, 1836-44, June 11, 1840.

16~., January 1, 1840.
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the commissioners decided to institute a suit to recover
the funds lost through the fraud.

On August 23, 1841 they

passed a resolution to authorize the suit to be filed.
Resolved, that the chairman of this board be
authorized to institute suit or suits to recover indemnity for the stock held by this
board purporting to be stock of the Bank of
Kentucky; but denominated by said bank as
spurious and emenating (sic) from the Schuylkill Bank as transfer agent for the Bank of
Kentucky in Philadelphia, and that said chairman employ the services of such legal advisors
and attorneys in the case as he may deem necessary.17
These cases illustrate the fact that the state was
victimized by unscrupulous individuals, both inside and
outside of the state.

While the amount of these thefts and

frauds cannot be determined, it must be stated that they
undoubtedly amounted to an enormous sum.

The commissioners

of the sinking fund were unable to recover the full sum due
the state in several of the cases where suit was actually
brought against persons accused of misapplication of funds.
If there is to be any fault or guilt assessed, it must
be directed to the legislature.

The legislature had con-

trol over the Board of Internal Improvement at all times,
and could have ended any project or all of the works by refuSing to appropriate funds and authorize loans.

This was

not done, and the program grew to such extremes that the
state was burdened by a debt of $4,497,637 at the end of
17!2!£., August 23, 1841.
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1850. 18

The total cost ot the improvements to the state
19
had been $5,344,764.
The legislature was kept intormed ot the activities ot
the board and ot the commissioners ot the sinking fund, and

knew the tinancial position ot the state.

In times ot

tinancial difticulty, the board retrained trom acting until
the legislature had been consulted.

It then based its

actions on the directions ot legislature.
The members of the legislature were aware ot the
tinancial burden being

~posed

upon the state, but contin-

ued to vote the necessary appropriations, and must bear the
tull responsibility tor the consequences.
who professed to be a supporter of internal

James Guthrie,
~provements,

summarized the position which the legislature had taken
when the tinancial picture required positive action.
The change ot times-the bursting ot the bubblebrought a period to the labors of Kentucky upon
the system ot internal improvements. And, although we did not sell our bonds below par, to
meet the balances against us, we gave them to the
contractors at par, in payment ot what was due to
them, when we knew they would have to sell them
at a discount; and in many instances they did sell
them at a discount ot trom ten to fitteen percent. 20
Although internal

~provements

constituted one ot the

most important activities of the govermnent tor this period,
l8Genera1 Assemb1~, "Report ot Commissioners of the
Sinking Fund tor 1850, Legislative Documents, 1850-51,
p. 557.
19Ibid. 1847-48, p. 744.
20Convention Debates, p. 760.
70

it never became a major political issue.

It cannot be said

that the Whigs in Kentucky were the party of internal
improvements and the Democrats were the opposition.
Whigs did favor

~provements

The

generally, but the opposition

was due more to location than to party.

The Whigs made

some political capital when the work was proceeding quickly, and the state was in good financial condition.
people were in favor of internal

~provements

The

and this was

known by the legislators.
The men who were the members of the legislature at
that time, instituted and carried out that system
of internal ~provements, did it with the sanction
of their constituents. From year to year, they
returned to their constituents, who had a full
knowledge of what they had done; and these men were
again and again elected, for the purpose, and with
the view, of fully carrying out that systam. 2l
While the Whigs benefited from the success of the
movement, the Democrats had their turn when difficulties
began to appear.
The Whigs had made internal ~provements their
chief concern and while enthusiasm ran high for
these works, they enjoyed a valuable political
asset, but when the day of turnpikes and rivers
was waning, it was easy for the Democrats to
point to the large public debt, incurred in
these undertakings, which had not fulfilled the
glowing propheSies of a decade and a half ago. 22
The period of internal improvements in Kentucky was
br1ef, but 1t made a lasting impact upon the state.

The

21Convent1on Debates, p. 758.
22Connel1ey and Coulter, H1story of Kentucky, Vol. II,

p.

729.
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value of the tmprovements to the state was incalculable.
Certainly facilities for transportation and travel were
superior to those of 1830.

The costs of the tmprovements

seem fantastic and unreasonable when the state's ability
to repay was considered.

However, to those who lived in

the time and experienced the hardships of travel, the
tmprovements surely seemed justified at any cost.
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APPENDIX

TABLE I
STATE EXPENDITURE FOR
INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTS TO 1847 a
ExEenditure

~

Prior to
1835 • •
1836 • •
1837 • •
1838 • •
1839 • •
1840 • •
1841 • •
1842 • •
1843 • •
1844 • •
1845 • •
1846 • •
1847 • •

1835. • • • • •
• • • •
• • • •
• • • •
• • • •
• • • •
• • • •
• • • •

• • • •
• • • •
• • • •

• • •
• • •
• • •
• • •
• • •
• • •
• • •
• • •
• • •
• • •
• • •

•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•

•
•

• • • •
• • • • • • • •
• • • • • • • •

Total

•

$310,967.90
114,687.39
337,963.39
866,221.99
959,821.~7

753,182. 0
707,331.37
566,729.21
462,604.56
98,170.48

148,581.6t
15,053.6
638.18
2,810.81

$5,344,764.75

aGenera1 Assembly, "Report of the Commissioners on
the Expenditures of the Board of Internal Improvement,"
Legislative Documents, 1847-48, p. 744.
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TABLE II
STATE EXPENDITURE FOR
TURNPIKE ROADS TO 1850 a
Turnpike
Road

Length ot Finished Amount Paid
Road (in miles)
by the State

Maysville, Washington,
Paris and Lexinston
Richmond and Lexington
Winchester and Lexington
Lexington to Covington
Frankfort, Lexington and
Versailles
Frankfort to Geor~etown
Maysville and Mt. Sterling
Maysville and Bracken
Lexington to Danville and
Lancaster
Hardinsvi11e to Crab Orchard
Frankfort to the Jefferson
County Line
Louisville via Bardstown to
the Tennessee Line
Louisville via Elizabethtown
to the Tennessee Line
Logan, Todd, and Christian
Muldrow Hill Road and Bridge
Springfield and Bardstown
Versailles and Anderson County
Lexington, Harrodsburg and
Perryville
Owingsville and Big Sandy
Totals

6!1:
26
18
73

t21J.200.00
75,383.00
4.5,100.00
200,4.05.17

27
17
22
12

78,122.00
58,725.00
88,072.59
2.5,948.00

42
65

151,382.00
183,113.00

32

65,000.00

103

500,210.57

108
17
5
18
6

441,383.25
149,428.91
55,145.46
65,190.60
20,000.00

42
78

109,646.00
168,783.83

775

$2,694,239.98

aGenera1 Assemb1t, ttReport of the Board of Internal
Improvement for 1849, Legislative Documents, 1849-50,
p. 531.

14

TABLE III
REVENUE RECEIVED BY THE STATE

FROM TURNPIKE ROADS, 1837-1849a

-

Amount Received

Year

1837
1838
1839
1840
1841
1842
1843
1844
18~

1846
1847
1848
1849

•••••••••••
• • • • • • • • • ••
• • • • • • • • • ••
• • • • • • • • • ••
• • • • • • • • • • •
• • • • • • • • • • •
• • • • • • • • • • •
•••••••••••
•••••••••••
• • • • • • • • • • •
•••••••••••
•••••••••••
• • • • • • • • • • •

$3,992.13
5,040.54
7,576.37
9,471.36
17, 117. 75
13,632.54
19,683.33
19,931.22
28,262.22
28,534.55
26,980.96
24,217.70
30.040.83

$237,481.50

Total

aaeneral Assembl~, "Report or the Board or Internal
Improvement for 1849, Legislative Documents, 1849-50,

p. 531.
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TABLE IV
STATE DEBT ARISING FROM THE SALE OF
BONDS FOR INTERNAL IMPROVEMENTSa
Date Issued

Amount Issued

May 25, 1835
August I. 1835
September 15. 1835
April 25. 1836
JW1e 1, 1836
April I, 1837
July 1. 1838
April 22, 1840 to
February 19, 1841
April 22, 1840 to
February 19, 1841
November 4, 1840
November 4, 1840
April 3, 1841 to
April 1, 1842
September 2, 1843
January I, 1842
Ootober 1, 1846

Balanoe Outstanding

$100.000
100,000
1,000,000
100,000
20,000
165,000
1,220,000

$72,000
100,000
220,000
100,000
49,000
165,000
1,250.000

33,000

32,500

609.500
232,000
180.000

235,000
180,000

1,141.000
100,000
150,000
70,000

1,738.000
100,000
120 ,000
69.000

Craddock Fund
Internal Improvement and
Railroad Scrip ot Maroh
3, 1842
Total

6,592
45
$4,497,637

aGeneral Assembly "Report ot the Commissioners ot
the Sinking Fund tor 1850," Legislative Documents, 1850-51,
pp. 557-558.
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